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A contextual approach to design and development of interfaces for search
engines, using Activity Theory as the basis for informing design decisions
Abstract
The goal of this study is to support the design of more effective search engines. The research presented
in this chapter investigates the design of search engines in the context of information seeking
activities. This study is also informed by Activity Theory and considers Information Seeking to be a
Keystone Activity. This improvement in search engine design takes into consideration the context of
users, and elicits and captures users' explicit and implied requirements. The study uses Q-methodology to
elicit the subjective understanding of the participants thought the phases provided by the methodology.
This entails collecting, sorting and analysis of detailed statements as seen through the personal
lenses' of the participants of this study. Among the possible approaches and methodologies that could be
used for this study, Activity Theory and Q Methodology were selected for their ability to gain insights from
the users perspectives (Q Methodology) and isolate and relate the key components of activity in a
meaningful way (Activity Theory). The study has demonstrated this combination of methodologies to be a
powerful and revealing approach to the study.
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5 Contextual design and

migh~ have for further elaboration of Activity Theory are
exammed.
~~th each p~per a different dimension of the applied use of
~Ct1vIty Theory IS adopted and the study of socio-technical tools
~s ~ndertaken. The widely varied contexts of the above studies
mdIc.ates the growing application of AT to emerging digital world
The mcrease need for interacting activity systems is clear as is
the. ~eed to further develop our understandings of work-based
actIvIty systems.

development of Interfaces
for Search Engines,
using Activity Theory as the
basis for informing design
decisions.
Joseph Meloche, Li Cheng
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The goal of this study is to support the design of more effective
search engines. The research presented in this chapter investigates
the design of search engines in the context of information seeking
activities. This study is also informed by Activity Theory and
considers Information Seeking to be a Keystone Activity. This
improvement in search engine design takes into consideration the
context of users, and elicits and captures users' explicit and
implied requirements. The study uses Q-methodology to elicit the
subjective understanding of the participants thought the phases
provided by the methodology. This entails collecting, sorting and
analysis of detailed statements as seen through the personal
lenses' of the participants of this study. Among the possible
approaches and methodologies that could be used for this study,
Activity Theory and Q Methodology were selected for their ability to
gain insights from the users perspectives (Q Methodology) and
isolate and relate the key components of activity in a meaningful
way (Activity Theory).
The study has demonstrated this
combination of methodologies to be a powerful and revealing
approach to the study.

